INTRODUCTION
This chapter is concerned with the vulnerability of small producers of food staples in Honduras to food insecurity in the 1980s. By vulnerability to food insecurity, I mean the constant and endemic threats to such farmers' being able to reproduce their production of and access to adequate food staples. The context is one of inequality in access to land and other resources for production, uneven commercialization and limited opportunities of alternative employment for small farmers. During the 1980s, the Honduran government and other institutions attempted to improve the productive capacities of individual and collectively-organized small farmers by credit and technical assistance packages to encourage diversification, as well as increase national output of marketed food staples to reduce the need for food imports. However, such policies did not always take into account structural obstacles to change. The question remains as to whether such farmers (and their children) can sustain and improve their productive capacities in the longer-term.
The concept of sustainability being used in this chapter draws on broad definitions. Although I am particularly concerned with the socio-economic processes that affect small farmers' capacities to sustain their production of and access to food staples, definitions of sustainability from the environmental literature are relevant. Thus the Bruntlandt Report's definition,
Lessons from Honduran Maize Farming
'Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs' (WCED, 1987) , is pertinent in the context of land fragmentation and degradation among small farmers in Honduras which provides an uncertain future in farming for their children. The vision laid out in Latin American response, Our Own Agenda, includes a political manifesto for participatory democracy (Gabaldon, 1992) . This is particularly important when the abilities of small farmers to influence change are structurally constrained. Thus sustainability is about human capacity building to meet fundamental needs and improve the quality of life (Munslow et al., 1995) .
The analysis in this chapter focuses on the sustainability of small farmer production of a particular food staple, maize. Maize is widely produced by small farmers for consumption and the market in Honduras, as well as by collectively-organized peasant groups, cooperatives and large commercially-oriented landowners. Its role in providing food and cash income is a key aspect for the daily livelihoods of many rural people. In the 1980s, Honduran policy-makers attempted to increase national output of maize for the market to meet the needs of urban and rural waged consumers and reduce imports. Policies were thus directed to the commoditization of production processes and output as well as to the food and income needs of the producers. Although the production of marketable surpluses has been a key issue, maize is a low value crop commercially which requires considerable labour time. Thus small farmers helping to provide maize for waged consumption in towns and rural areas are often vulnerable to food insecurity because of low cash incomes and inadequate self-provisioning.
Focusing on a single crop is not a means of assessing the overall capacities of farming households to sustain their production and access to food. Small maize farmers in Honduras will also try to produce the other main staple, beans, as well as some vegetable and fruit crops, keeping small animals, engaging in different forms of wage work and self-employment, and they may receive remittances from children or other relatives. However, focusing on maize enables me to analyse (i) the difficulties of sustaining production of a low value food staple for consumption as well as the market in an increasingly commoditized economy; (ii) the social relations which both restrict and as well support the productive capacities of small producers, and (iii) the resulting difficulties of diversifying and improving the such farmers' productive capacities more generally.
The chapter is based on research into the vulnerability of semi-proletarian and petty commodity maize farmers in the mid to late 1980s. As well as extensive analysis of existing data, field research was carried out among
